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The literature regarding lifelong learning is robust, while the literature on lifelong learning 
institutions, centers, and programs remain under-researched in comparison. This article draws 
insights from a specific network of lifelong learning institutes with a rich history and high 
rapport in the United States: the Osher Lifelong Learning Institute (OLLI) network. Sixty 
articles regarding OLLIs are catalogued and highlighted to elucidate twelve thematic areas and 
twelve questions for future research and practice. In particular, these themes are related to 
adult education, healthy aging, and educational gerontology. The article concludes by reflecting 
on trends in and needs for institutional research and practice. 
 
Les publications portant sur l’éducation permanente sont nombreuses, contrairement à celles 
touchant les institutions, centres et programmes d’éducation permanente qui, en comparaison, 
demeurent généralement mal connus. Cet article recueille des idées d’un réseau d’instituts 
d’éducation permanente ayant un passé riche et de bons rapports aux États-Unis : le réseau 
Osher Lifelong Learning Institute (OLLI). Soixante articles portant sur OLLI ont été catalogués 
et analysés pour faire ressortir douze thèmes et douze questions pour la recherche et la pratique 
à l’avenir. Ces thèmes se rattachent à l’éducation des adultes, le vieillissement sain et la 
gérontologie éducative. L’article se termine par des réflexions sur des tendances et des besoins 
relatifs à la recherche et la pratique institutionnelles. 
 
 
Although few would question the importance of lifelong learning to the human experience, 
many questions remain regarding effective approaches to lifelong learning research and 
practice. Despite over half a million hits on Google Scholar when searching for publications 
regarding lifelong learning, only a third of these hits address the importance of lifelong learning 
institutes, centers, or programs. Great room thus remains for investigation of lifelong learning 
institutes, centers, or programs, which are by no means homogeneous across members, 
structures, offerings, experiences, pedagogies, and locations. This study takes on this call by 
conducting a thematic review of the lifelong learning literature that has concerned Osher 
Lifelong Learning Institutes in the United States to inform future lifelong learning research and 




The Osher Lifelong Learning Institute (OLLI) network has a rich history in the United 
States. Across the U.S., Osher Institutes are independent programs affiliated with colleges or 
universities. Each institute is funded in part by The Bernard Osher Foundation with 
intentionally minimal restrictions or operational requirements to encourage independence, 
ingenuity, and highly local programming. These institutes are not franchised nor centralized in 
their operations, but their staff connect virtually and in-person at events to share resources and 
effective practices. 
Nonetheless, the Osher Institutes share similar structures for and expressions of their 
missions. According to the OLLI National Resource Center, “all Osher Institutes offer a wide 
variety of intellectually stimulating, university-level, non-credit courses and learning 
opportunities designed for people ‘50 and better’…It is learning solely for the joy of learning” 
(Osher NRC, 2015, para. 3). Offerings may include lectures, study groups, special and on-going 
events, or travel experiences. Students take no tests and receive no grades. The institutes require 
members to pay membership fees and/or fees for courses and activities. All activities and 
opportunities aim “[t]o develop the mind and spirit for a lifetime of purpose and human 
flourishing” (Osher NRC, 2015, para. 5).  
The network began in 2001 with funding from California philanthropist and Maine native, 
Bernard Osher, through grants from The Bernard Osher Foundation. By late 2004, there were 
48 OLLIs1 grantees, and by 2006, the network had grown to include 101 institutes. Currently, 
the network includes 121 Osher Institutes nationwide serving 378 cities, with more than 
160,000 total members/students collectively (Osher NRC, 2015). Smaller OLLIs serve around 
500 members, and the largest OLLI, Florida Atlantic University, serves more than 13,000 
members.  
In 2004, a National Resource Center for Osher Institutes (Osher NRC) was established at 
the University of Southern Maine, which moved to Northwestern University in 2014. The Osher 
NRC is a separately endowed, non-governing center for excellence with the mission to connect 
the network of Osher Institutes, collaborate with them, consult with them on effective practices, 
and celebrate their successes.  
A small cadre of researchers and champions have investigated the members, structures, 
offerings, experiences, pedagogies, and variations of OLLIs since the 2001 inception of the 
network and subsequent expansion of OLLIs across the United States. From Fall 2006 to Fall 
2011, Osher NRC published its own journal of six volumes titled, LLI Review. The journal served 
both academics and practitioners, specifically those that conduct research on OLLIs and their 
learners or run OLLI programs. Research has since expanded from the OLLI journal to other 
publication outlets across disciplines, such as education, gerontology, social work, community 
development, among others.  
 
Focus and Review 
 
This article centers on sixty-refereed investigations of OLLIs in the lifelong learning literature in 
an effort to elucidate thematic areas and essential questions for future research and practice. 
Specifically, it focuses on questions that impact lifelong learning institutes to provide directions 
for lifelong learning in the 21st century. This article will draw on investigations found in LLI 
Review and other publications regarding OLLIs derived from Google Scholar. We note that the 
sixty articles identified vary in their peer- and editorial-review strategies; however, we believe 
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that the articles sourced from an exhaustive search of Google Scholar and, in particular, the sixty 
articles identified based on their relevance to this literature review prove useful to informing the 
field of lifelong learning. What follows first is a sorting of those articles into thematic areas, so 
that essential questions may be developed to help further develop research and practice as 
lifelong learning institutes continue to evolve in preparation for the future. 
A few national studies specifically concerning OLLIs and their learners have been published 
(e.g., Hansen, Brady, & Thaxton, 2016). But, most studies of OLLIs are regional or local in 
scope. Across individual studies, almost every region of the continental United States has been 
represented, but not all states. In general, most studies focus on the lifelong learners and the 
impact of lifelong learning on them, while few focus specifically on the institutes and their 
structures. For the purpose of this study, themes and questions elucidated for this study cover 
both learners and learning institutes, even though they are distinct streams of inquiry.  
The sixty articles were coded to identify the different themes present. One of the study 
authors read each article in its entirety and took notes regarding possible themes. Audit trails, 
peer debriefing, and research reflexivity were utilized in order to ensure that codes were 
appropriately assigned and that rigor was maintained in the qualitative analyses (Lietz & Zayas, 
2010). This author did not source all the articles selected for inclusion and analysis in this 
literature review, but he also relied on the other study authors for collecting the study articles.  
The coding author only noted themes that were found across two or more articles. These 
themes were then counted. In total, twelve themes emerged (Table 1). The studies varied broadly 
regarding twelve themes, and some articles received multiple codes as demonstrated by the 
seventy-eight observed frequencies of codes from sixty articles coded. 
Healthy aging (cognitively and physically) was the largest domain of inquiry. Many of such 
studies highlighted the cognitive benefits of lifelong learning (Lamb, 2011; Lamb & Brady, 2005; 
Pstross, Talmage, Peterson, & Knopf, 2017b; Simone & Cesena, 2010; Simone & Scuilli, 2006; 
Spiers, 2012, 2015), such as resiliency (Lamb, Brady, & Lohman, 2009) and dementia deferral 
Table 1.  
Thematic Content of Publications on OLLI Study and Practice 
Thematic Area Number Percent 
Healthy Aging (Cognitively and Physically) 13  22%  
Positive Reactions (Satisfaction, Engagement, and Transformation) 9  15%  
Demographics and Diversity 9  15%  
Structure and Design 8  13%  
Technology and Information Literacy 7  12%  
Creativity and Self Expression 7  12%  
Inclusion and Age-Friendliness 6  10%  
Pedagogy and Learning 5  8%  
Intergenerational Learning 5  8%  
Research and Evaluation 4  7%  
Benefits of Social and Community Setting 3  5%  
Community Partnerships 2  3%  
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(Richeson, Boyne, & Brady, 2007). Others focused on tools to promote health management 
(Butler et al., 2016; Zettel-Watson & Tsukerman, 2016) and health care education (Sierpina, 
Kreitzer, & Sierpina, 2009). If it follows that lifelong learning helps individuals achieve their full 
human potential (Lamb, 2011), we ask: What are effective lifelong learning strategies to help 
older adults reach their highest potential(s) for physical and cognitive health? 
The second most dominant theme for research on OLLIs pertains to the positive reactions 
(i.e., satisfaction, engagement and transformation) experienced by members. Lifelong learning 
positively provides individuals with transformative moments for older adults through teaching, 
learning, and community (Lightfoot & Brady, 2005; Pstross et al., 2017a; 2017b). They are 
inspired to be more engaged in topics with focuses that are global (Shapiro & Sokoloff, 2009) 
and local (Yamashita, López, Soligo, & Keene, 2017). They also find satisfaction and have better 
moods from participation in lifelong learning (Simone & Cesena, 2010; Simone & Haas, 2007; 
Spiers, 2015; Yamashita, López, Keene, & Kinney, 2015). Lifelong learning has been connected 
to higher levels of life satisfaction, happiness, well-being, optimism, and positive outlook on life 
(Spiers, 2012, 2015; Yamashita et al., 2015). Since lifelong learning contributes to the 
transcendence of older adults (Tornstam, 2011), we ask: How does lifelong learning transform 
the lives of older adults? 
Of equal frequency to the above, was a domain that focused on the demographics and 
diversity of lifelong learners. This domain is important considering that nearly a third (32.1%) of 
the U.S. population is 50 years of age or older (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010). Doetinchem de 
Rande (2012) noted the opportunities and challenges education for older adults could face in the 
U.S., such as too much homogeneity. One study encouraged institutes to look beyond retirees to 
pre-retirees as a recruiting pool for attracting older adults to lifelong learning programs (Miller 
& Beard, 2008). Another study looked at the socio-demographic constituency of participants in 
Osher Lifelong Learning Institutes compared to a broader set of lifelong learning programs; 
some were affiliated with universities and others with non-academic adult education centers 
(Shinagel, 2012). One study compared institutes from different states and found that their 
members had similar demographics (Lee, 2016), while another study showed differences in age, 
education, and socioeconomic status (Simone & Cesena, 2010). Yamashita and colleagues’ 
(2015) study showed their OLLI sample to be predominantly white women of higher levels of 
income, formal education, and religious affiliation. Their average age was 70.9 (SD = 7.2).  
Within this theme, Hansen et al. (2016) undertook the first national survey of the 
demographic characteristics of the OLLI population as a whole in 2013-2014 following a survey 
of directors by Hansen and Brady (2013). The survey included 3,023 respondents from eight 
OLLI programs. The largest age group proportionally was that between 65 and 69 years of age. 
The study identified important ways in which the over 3,000 OLLI learners surveyed differed 
from norms of the U.S. older adult population. First, the percentage of female participants 
(70.1%) exceeded that of male participants (29.9%), which differs from U.S. population of those 
50 years of age and older that is 46.3% male and 53.7% female (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010). In 
this study, 87% of the OLLI participants have earned at least a bachelor’s degree and slightly 
more than one-half have completed a graduate program, compared to the national norm of 
around 29.7% with a Bachelor’s degree or higher and around 11.2% with a graduate/professional 
degree (U.S. Census Bureau, 2011-2015).  
Overall, OLLI learners appear to be demographically homogeneous, but some institutes seek 
greater heterogeneity. Most of the OLLI studies highlighted did not consider race, ethnicity, or 
sexual orientation in their investigations (exception: Pejic, 2008, for cultural and ethnic 
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diversity). Hansen and Thaxton (2017) reported that OLLI programs typically consist of 
White/Caucasian learners (over 94%) and non-LGBTQ+ learners (over 96%). Pejic’s (2008) 
work discussed how OLLI learners in Portland, Maine could encourage lifelong learning 
institutes to cultivate diverse membership bodies through programming. Taking these 
demographics into consideration, we ask: How might lifelong learning institutes continue to 
serve their current populations while also working to reach and serve other diverse older adult 
populations? 
The next most frequent theme concerned the structure and design of lifelong learning 
institutes. One study spoke to the dynamics of starting an Osher Lifelong Learning Institute 
(Harrison & McGuire, 2008). Some have focused on the quality of instruction (Einstein, 2008), 
instructional services (Hensley, 2012), and course leadership and curricula (Sokoloff & Cohen, 
2006). Two studies focused on the types of learning activities (Yamashita et al., 2017) and 
course offerings (Talmage, Lacher, Pstross, Knopf, & Burkhart, 2015). One article focused on the 
most effective communication networks (Clement, 2009). Another focused on balancing adult 
learning perspectives (Orte & March, 2012). Thus, we ask: How do we design and structure 
lifelong learning programs and institutes that will sustain or thrive for the long-term and have 
long-term impact for lifelong learners? 
The fifth most prevalent theme of inquiry pertains to technology and information literacy. As 
older adults are exposed to new technologies to access pertinent information (Birdsong & 
Freitas, 2012), lifelong learning institutes have sought to help older adults become more 
competent regarding technologies (Meiselwitz & Chakraborty, 2011). These studies have focused 
on Internet training (Shedletsky, 2006), teaching computer skills (Smith, 2012), social networks 
(Hansen et al., 2016; Lennon & Curran, 2012), and communication forms such as texting 
(Cardale & Brady, 2010). The national survey conducted by Hansen et al. (2016) showed a high 
level of computer technology utilization compared to the older adult population as a whole, and 
also decreasing utilization with increasing age. These findings are consistent with other studies 
of technology utilization variation with age and education (e.g., Smith, 2014). In this light, we 
ask: How can lifelong learning institutes effectively utilize current and emergent technologies 
for learning in their programs? 
The sixth frequent theme of inquiry related to the role of creative and self-expression (e.g., 
artistic expression) among OLLI learners and how such expression plays out in their lives 
(Hanna & Perlsetein, 2008; Perlstein, 2006; Spiers, 2012, Sherman, 2006). One study in 
particular looked at expression through journal writing (Brady & Sky, 2003). Fischer and 
colleagues (2011) looked at the importance of experiencing challenge when learning through art. 
Expression, specifically creative expression, has been found to be a transformative path for older 
adults (Fischer, Hersh, Hoffman, & von Doetinchem de Rande, 2011; Pstross et al., 2017b); 
therefore, we ask: How might lifelong learning institutes effectively encourage creative 
expression? 
Characterizing the seventh theme, six studies focused on inclusion and age-friendliness 
regarding older adults’ engagement in continuing and higher education. As noted by DiSilvestro 
(2013), pursuing and achieving the ideal of inclusivity is challenging. Colleges, universities, and 
other institutions of continuing and higher education must become more age-friendly to create 
more inclusive learning pedagogies and platforms (Talmage, Mark, Slowey, & Knopf, 2016). 
They must also adapt to the constraints, motivations, and perceptions of the demographics they 
serve (Baral, 2014; Ferssizidis et al., 2010). Again, programming may help bring more diverse 
populations into lifelong learning programs and facilitate an inclusive environment for learning 
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(Pejic, 2008). Finally, Mahoney (2017) questioned the definition of lifelong learning from the 
perspective of academic librarian to investigate how students and administration understood 
the term to be more inclusive of multiple definitions and perspectives. Thus, we ask: How must 
lifelong learning institutes adapt to effectively reach older adults, especially diverse 
populations not currently engaged with lifelong learning? 
The eighth theme centers on examination of pedagogies and strategies for learning. One 
study assessed peer teaching as a strategy (Brady, Holt, & Welt, 2003). Another looked at self-
integration (Hunt, 2007). And, another looked at variety in course offerings (Talmage et al., 
2015) finding older adults desire breadth and depth in learning. Sheridan (2007) considered 
what lifelong learning looks like in a postmodern age, specifically pointing towards democratic 
and collaborative participation. Lamb and Brady (2005) asked, “What turns members on?” They 
highlighted four areas: (1) intellectual stimulation; (2) experience a nurturing and supportive 
community; (3) enhancing self-esteem; (4) and having opportunities for spiritual renewal (p. 
207). In general, we ask: What are effective strategies and pedagogies for older adults? 
Another cluster of studies examined the dynamics of intergenerational learning in OLLIs, 
representing the tenth theme. One study looked at the intergenerational learning for Internet 
training (Shedletsky, 2006). Two looked at intergenerational learning from a service-learning 
context pointing to the social benefits (e.g., companionship and meaningful relationships) 
derived from such programs for both younger and older adult learners (Borrero, 2015; Pstross et 
al., 2017a). More recently, researchers have looked to understand intergenerational service-
learning and its effects on older adults and students (Donorfio, 2017; Leedahl et al., 2018). 
Leedahl and colleagues (2018) explored the effectiveness of reverse mentoring programs that 
are interdisciplinary and utilize technology for intergenerational service-learning. All of these 
sources point to the need for more research and reflections on intergenerational practice. We 
ask: What is the place for and benefits of intergenerational learning in lifelong learning 
programs?  
Four articles focused research and evaluation efforts of lifelong learning institutes, forming 
our tenth theme. One study examined the fruits of community research teams that were 
member-driven and reflective (Waldron, Shattuck, Zimbrick, Finter, & Edwards, 2007). Another 
examined how institutes could solve the inherent organizational and institutional challenges 
(e.g., programming or staffing) of OLLIs through action research approaches (Hansen & Brady, 
2011). Another conducted a national survey of directors to unearth the most common evaluation 
strategies (i.e., course and instructor evaluations and demographics) and pertinent issues to 
them (Hansen & Brady, 2013). Finally, one study addressed how to evaluate the success of their 
enterprise based on enrollment monitoring (Talmage et al., 2015). We ask: What are effective 
ways to evaluate lifelong learning institutes and their programs/programming? 
Surprisingly, only three studies have focused on the social and community benefits of 
lifelong learning (Brady & Cardale, 2013; Lamb & Brady, 2005; Pstross et al., 2017b), the 
eleventh emerging theme. Pstross and colleagues (2017b) posited seven areas of transformation 
for older adults through community building: “(1) asset-based thinking; (2) critical reflection; 
(3) systems thinking; (4) cognitive vibrancy, (5) inclusiveness; (6) creative expression; and, (7) 
purpose in life” (p. 62). Brady and Cardale’s (2013) open-ended survey of 65 OLLI directors 
highlighted benefits for their learners from community-building, such as “common goals, a 
sense of ownership, sustained relationships, holistic engagement, and meaningful peer 
interactions” (p. 627). They also discussed the importance of volunteers, institutional 
responsiveness, educational travel opportunities, special (or shared) interest groups, social 
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activities, and communication networks in fostering and supporting community-building 
efforts. Thus, we ask: What role does community-building play in lifelong learning? 
A twelfth emerging theme was a focus on community partnerships of OLLIs. Community 
partnerships have been identified as instrumental in enhancing OLLI programs and experiences 
(Alexander, Aten, Fadness, & Lightfoot, 2011; Pstross et al., 2017a). Alexander and colleagues 
(2011) described the experience of the OLLI at Montana regarding building community 
partnerships because of the personal growth learners receive and lower barriers to participation 
learners are provided through such partnerships. Strategies for partnerships ranged from 
“sharing advertising in each other’s newsletters and concert programs to co-sponsoring events” 
(p. 132). OLLI at Montana partners included the local symphony orchestra, art museum, film 
festival, and event organizations. Pstross and colleagues (2017) write about community 
partnerships focused on intergenerational learning experiences, where both younger and older 
learners cognitively and socially benefit as well as the hosting university and local community. 
Given the transformational power of community partnerships for OLLIs, we ask: Which roles do 
community partnerships play in lifelong learning? 
  
Direction for 21st Century Research and Practice  
 
In summary, we draw upon the foci and revelations of the current portfolio of sixty research 
studies crafted around Osher Lifelong Learning Institute programs, offerings, and participants 
to frame twelve emerging questions that might guide future research and practice. The twelve 
framing questions are posted in Table 2. It is our hope that each will spur additional query 
toward the goal of capturing and articulating the power of lifelong learning for older adults.  
 
Table 2.  
Twelve Questions for 21st Century Research and Practice 
1. What are effective lifelong learning strategies to help older adults reach their highest 
potential(s) for physical and cognitive health? 
2. How does lifelong learning transform the lives of older adults? 
3. How might lifelong learning institutes continue to serve their current populations while also 
working to reach and serve other diverse older adult populations? 
4. How do we design and structure lifelong learning programs and institutes that will sustain or 
thrive for the long-term and have long-term impact for lifelong learners? 
5. How can lifelong learning institutes effectively utilize current and emergent technologies for 
learning in their programs? 
6. How might lifelong learning institutes effectively encourage creative expression? 
7. How must lifelong learning institutes adapt to effectively reach older adults, especially diverse 
populations not currently engaged with lifelong learning? 
8. What are effective strategies and pedagogies for older adults? 
9. What is the place for and benefits of intergenerational learning in lifelong learning programs? 
10. What are effective ways to evaluate lifelong learning institutes and their 
programs/programming? 
11. What role does community-building play in lifelong learning? 
12. Which roles do community partnerships play in lifelong learning? 
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Implications for Future Research 
 
One reviewer of this manuscript posed two additional questions that could have pertinence to 
future research on individual OLLIs and lifelong learning institutes overall. First, does structure 
matter and how? Second, is one particular structure more successful in achieving particular 
outcomes? Comprehensive examinations of lifelong learning programs are present in the 
literature (e.g., Park, Lee, & Dabelko-Schoeny, 2016), but these examinations are not well-
catalogued nor compared across institutes. Meta-analyses and cross-institute analyses will help 
research on lifelong learning institutes move forward. Furthermore, future research of OLLI 
structures and their members might review the different institutes’ annual reports. Such 
research might also conduct interviews and conversations with some key stakeholders, such as 
members and staff persons, to further inform practice2. 
Future research would also be well-served to look separately at publications that assess 
learners in lifelong learning institutes and that assess lifelong learning institutes. While these 
subjects have important overlaps, they are distinct areas of inquiry. Lifelong learning institutes 
would do well to look at the institutional practices that are most impactful on key indicators of 
success, such as enrollment, retention, and member engagement. Regarding the lifelong 
learners and potential overlap, these practices might be tied to the value of such practices and 
how such practices transform lifelong learners. Furthermore, such impact or transformation of 
learners could be compared across institutes or compared to alternative opportunities for 
lifelong learning outside of OLLIs and other lifelong learning institutes. Lifelong learners make 
choices regarding how, what, where, and why they want to learn (Boulton-Lewis & Buys, 2015; 
Talmage et al., 2015). More cross-institute studies are needed to better understand learners’ 
choices and their links to institutional practices.  
Looking beyond the questions elucidated from the twelve themes, there appears to be gaps 
in the literature on OLLIs that the field of lifelong learning institute research has explored. The 
sixty-refereed studies concerning OLLIs primarily fell in the disciplines of adult and continuing 
education, aging and health, and educational gerontology. More recently, calls have gone out for 
more interdisciplinary research that includes fields focused on social and behavioral sciences, 
among others (e.g., Findsen, 2018; Mark, 2018). Findsen (2018) emphasizes that such 
interdisciplinary approaches be holistic rather than reductionist. We find holism to be more 
focused on opening up and challenging different fields rather than seeking precise answers to 
preset questions. Furthermore, researchers have looked at lifelong learning as a pathway to 
greater well-being not just health outcomes (Park, Lee, & Dabelko-Schoeny, 2016); such notions 
deserve further research as they might also inform institutional practices.  
This article sought to explore research trends on lifelong learning institutes by specifically 
looking at Osher Lifelong Learning Institutes in the United States. As discussed, these trends 
need verification to see if they are indicative of larger trends in lifelong learning. Reviews of 
literature in adult education are common (Akçayır & Akçayır, 2016), but are often topical. More 
research can be done on the institutional levels to better inform practice. 
 
Implications for Post-Secondary Education Practice 
 
This study aimed to inform post-secondary education practice by identifying and synthesizing 
the twelve elucidated themes. The study has particular practice insights for lifelong learning 
institutes that serve older adults. Reflecting on the studies particular to Osher Lifelong Learning 
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Institutes in the United States, we can compare which topics are most popular, where much 
work is being done to topics that are less popular, and thereby needing more research to inform 
practice. Again, these notes are based on analyses of research on OLLIs in the U. S. not lifelong 
learning institutes across the world, so we hesitate to make any sweeping generalizations. 
There has been much research on what elucidates positive reactions from learners. While 
there is always room for improvement and further research, practitioners are well-informed 
regarding which aspects of lifelong learning institute’s participants enjoy, such as stimulating 
course topics, welcoming classroom environment, opportunities to socialize, quality instructors, 
among others. While the different components or parts of institutes that spur enjoyment are 
well-known, practitioners would do well to investigate which of these components or parts 
learners value the most. Feedback mechanisms, such as course evaluations and annual surveys, 
would better inform practitioners on where to put the most amount of their energies by ranking 
or further assessing, which aspects are valued most or least (and in-between). These 
mechanisms can inform research and practice regarding structure and design, another prevalent 
theme. 
Research trends toward focusing on healthy aging (cognitively and physically) are useful to 
lifelong learning institute practitioners looking to promote the benefits of their programs and to 
attract new learners. The cognitive and physical benefits may be enticing to individuals not yet 
involved. These articles on healthy aging (to a varying degree) can also provide practitioners 
with insights regarding lifelong learning strategies and programs that can promote cognitive and 
physical health, as well. 
Research on lifelong learning institutes and their members has also informed practitioners 
regarding how the demographics and diversity of their members compare regionally, nationally, 
and internationally. This allows practitioners to compare their own institutes with demographic 
trends in lifelong learning; however, diversity is only an indicator on an institute’s current 
situation. Other researchers (and practitioners) have undertaken good work to explore how to 
make their institutes more inclusive and age-friendly. Researchers and practitioners must 
consider indicators of diversity, inclusion, and inclusiveness as they seek to improve the learners 
they attract, engage, and retain (Talmage & Knopf, 2017).  
Looking at more topical areas of research, practitioners can look to the lifelong learning 
institute literature to better understand the technology and information literacy levels of their 
learners. It continues to be important the individual institutes assess such levels in order to 
provide accessible learning resources to their learners. Furthermore, older adults continue to 
desire to learn how to be more technologically savvy; however, this may not be a growing trend 
(Talmage et al., 2015).  
Creativity and self-expression are important facets of communities that lead to higher levels 
of well-being (Talmage, Peterson, & Knopf, 2017), especially lifelong learning and in older adult 
communities (Hafford-Letchfield, 2009; Pstross et al., 2017b). Pstross and colleagues (2017b) 
proposed the following reflective question to practitioners, “What activities do we incorporate 
into our curriculum to enhance creative expression?” (p. 70). As one of their seven positive 
pursuits for lifelong learning, they encourage artistic, performance, and role-playing activities. 
Furthermore, they encourage lifelong learning practitioners and researchers to explore the 
importance of playfulness to lifelong learners. Lifelong learning practitioners would do well to 
encourage creative expression in their programs, but research needs to further identify the best 
strategies to best inform such practices.  
Among Osher Institutes, pedagogy did not receive as much attention as the other topics. 
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This is a departure from the lifelong learning field in general, which has spent a significant time 
and energy addressing pedagogy (e.g., Findsen, 2007; Merriam, 2001). Lifelong learning 
institutes would do well to reflect on and assess the impacts of their own pedagogies in order to 
better serve their learners (Pstross et al., 2017b).  
These notions connect with the need for lifelong learning institutes to gain greater access to 
information on the best institutional research and evaluation strategies. Institutes may assess 
learner engagement by looking at course enrollment by topic or instructor (Talmage et al., 
2015). They may ask students to fill out course evaluations, which generally are influenced by 
whether or not students simply liked or disliked the class (Rutledge, 2005). Some institutes such 
as OLLI at Arizona State University ask their instructors to fill out evaluations regarding how 
they thought their course sessions went. Regardless, there are a variety of strategies in practice 
across institutes, but practitioners would be well served by access to more research on the best 
strategies for institutional research and evaluation.  
As noted earlier, intergenerational learning was not a common research trend across OLLIs, 
and it is not necessarily a large research trend for lifelong learning institutes. Still, 
intergenerational learning serves as a positive practice that can benefit individuals and 
communities (Newman & Hatton-Yeo, 2008; Pstross et al., 2017a). Intergenerational learning 
can link the wisdom of older adults with scripted curriculum (Newman & Hatton-Yeo, 2008), 
and it can also bring older adults and younger individuals together to serve their communities 
(Borrero, 2015). But, practice could be better informed regarding the best strategies for 
incorporating intergenerational learning into curriculums and the value of intergenerational 
learning to older adults active in lifelong learning institutes.  
The second to last researched theme (in terms of frequency) was the social and community 
benefits of OLLI experiences. It is well-known that lifelong learning is a mechanism used to 
improve individual and community well-being for older adults (Merriam & Key, 2014), but in 
this study it was discovered that these benefits are under-researched at an institutional level. 
This is likely the case because practitioners have particular variables that are easier to 
manipulate or provide accountability for (e.g., instructors or course topics) than the more 
intrinsic social and community benefits experienced by learners. Practitioners would do well to 
seek feedback from their learners regarding the value of the social and community aspects of 
their institutes. They would also benefit from more research on the best strategies for social and 
community-building activities inside and outside of their classrooms. 
Finally, the large dearth of research on the ideal strategies for cultivating and sustaining 
community partnerships leaves OLLIs less prepared to understand the potential impacts of 
harnessing co-created learning experiences by and within the broader communities they serve. 
In the lifelong learning institute literature, this is not a dominant topic of interest. Much more 




This reflection aims to provide lifelong learning researchers and practitioners with an overview 
of the prevalent themes and relevant questions that can inform future research and practice 
based on sixty refereed studies regarding Osher Lifelong Learning Institutes and their members. 
While greater interdisciplinary research is needed regarding the twelve thematic areas and the 
twelve questions, future researchers and practitioners must look beyond these areas and 
questions to expand the scope, both in breadth and depth, to better inform research and inquiry. 
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Researchers and practitioners should find encouragement in the breadth of themes and the 
overlap observed regarding research on OLLIs; however, many more studies will be necessary to 
achieve necessary depth in the areas of adult and continuing education, aging and health, and 
educational gerontology. As already mentioned, greater interdisciplinary research is important. 
Noting these findings, with what we know now, where must research and practice go?  
We began this essay with the premise that few would question the importance of lifelong 
learning to the human experience. And, we noted that many questions remain regarding 
effective approaches to lifelong learning research and practice. It may be possible, that as 
purveyors of lifelong learning experiences, our task is relatively simple: to provide yet another 
channel of passive entertainment for the burgeoning population of older adults globally. Yet, we 
are informed otherwise by this synthesis of research focusing on the activities and outcomes of 
Osher Lifelong Learning Institutes in the United States. As a gestalt, it is clear that OLLIs 
produce positive and transformative experiences, demonstrated by the themes such as cognitive 
health, physical health, resilience, self-integration, creative expression, and community-building 
that dominate this body of literature. And, the quest is on to design effective pedagogies and 
delivery systems that accelerate the production of these experiences through vehicles such as 
service learning, emergent technologies, intergenerational programming, cultural 
diversification, improved access to learning platforms, and reflective, interactive classroom 
practices. The twelve framing questions emerging from the current state of literature can be an 
effective guide for future research pertaining to this quest.  
Whether focusing on inventorying benefits or improved pedagogies and delivery systems, 
this collection of sixty studies point to the power of OLLI experiences as a catalyst for pursuing 
renewed invigoration with life and meaning (Brady & Cardale, 2013; Pstross et al, 2017b). Yet, 
within the collection of sixty OLLI-related research studies, this broad frame has not been found 
to guide inquiry. Given its importance both pragmatically and philosophically, it is imperative to 
do so. So, we end with two broader questions: (1) How does lifelong learning invigorate a 
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